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Introduction

Results

The Solar Eclipse of August 7, 1869, was the first recorded total
eclipse of the Sun to pass over the United States. A total solar eclipse
is defined as the new moon in conjunction between the Earth and the
Sun, resulting in a large dark shadow cast onto the Earth. The altitude
of a solar eclipse varies depending upon the longitude of the viewer.
In 1869, it was high over the Midwest.

•Were people aware of the total solar eclipse ahead of time? Is there any
documentation suggesting those aware were planning to see it?
Many reports found that some viewers had not been aware that a total eclipse
would occur or had not planned to see it. This resulted in fear and confusion
among these viewers, as they did not know what was happening and if the world
was ending. This type of report was found in smaller towns with older viewers, who
did not have access to newspapers. Newspapers hyped the total eclipse . A local
paper in Greencastle, Indiana, marketed the occasion as a one-of-a-kind free
event. “Come to Greencastle next Saturday and see the great eclipse! It will be a
free show, and is possibly the only exhibition of the kind that will be given here
during the present century.” (GB, 5 Aug 1869)

During totality, the viewer is in darkness. The silhouette of the Sun is
surrounded by an irregular corona. This magnificent and rare event of
the nineteenth century fortunately was well documented.

•Were there reports of people traveling to see the total eclipse of the Sun?
Thousands of people traveled to see the total eclipse occur. The viewership
ranged from scientists and professors to curious individuals from higher populated
areas. One example of this took place in Springfield, Illinois. The newspaper stated
that, “It was a great day for Springfield. Selection of this city as a chief point of
observation brought hundreds of visitors from a distance.” (ISJ, 28 Nov 1928)

Diagram showing a total eclipse of the Sun – astropixels.com

Conclusion
The public’s overall response was that the 1869 total eclipse of the
Sun was the most spectacular natural event to happen during the 19th
century up to that time. Some were frightened when they did not know
that the total eclipse was going to occur. Most of the news that the
public got about the eclipse was from the newspapers. So, if they did
not read the daily/weekly papers, people would not have known about
the solar eclipse unless a neighbor or friend mentioned it to them.
However, for most it was a positive experience. In a time when life
was hard and monotonous, it was a beautiful and memorable sight to
see.

•How did the average person view the eclipse with the naked eye?
Just before and after totality, only a portion of the Sun’s disk is covered by the
Moon. The remaining exposed part of the Sun is dangerously bright. The most
common way that the average person viewed the partial phases of the solar
eclipse was to dim it through (the ineffectual filter of) smoked glass. The
newspapers recommended this technique. “We advise all persons intending to
take observations of the great eclipse to-morrow, to smoke their glass in good time,
and be prepared for the great phenomenon. [...]” (EJ, 6 August 1869)

Photo taken in
Shelbyville, Kentucky
from the beginning to the
point of totality –
Photographer Unknown

Question
What was the public reaction to this phenomenon?

Methodology
1. I chose the towns to investigate in each state based on two factors:
placement on the eclipse path and population. I started with the
highest population town on the path and worked down to the tenthhighest population town.
2. I searched for the words “Eclipse of 1869” on the web and
narrowed the search to include the name of a town.. Documents
were found in locations with larger populations. This included
newspapers and books.
3. I also contacted historical societies, libraries and museums. Local
colleges were an additional resource.
4. In reply, these institutions sometimes were able to provide
information from primary sources, or referrals to sources that might
be found elsewhere.

•How did the weather affect watching the total eclipse of the Sun?
There were no issues with the weather in Illinois, Indiana, or Kentucky. There were
rainy days before Saturday the 7th; however, “The weather today was perfectly
clear and delightful. Thousands of spectators assembled on the streets to view the
eclipse.” (EJ, 20 August 1869)
•Did anything strange or unexpected happen before, during, or after the total solar
eclipse? How did people, plants, animals, etc. behave?
Observers reported that animals started to act as they would when it is night.
Chickens went to roost several minutes before totality; after it was over, roosters
began to crow as if the Sun were coming up. In Shelbyville, Kentucky, “Prof.
Winlock observed a shower of meteors between the earth and the moon.” (NYS, 9
August 1869) This sight was in reality most likely swarming insects.
A devastating event occurred in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, during the solar eclipse:
A fire broke out and burned down half of the businesses.

•Was anyone hurt?
“We regret to announce that Alderman Riggs received a serious injury to his eyesight during the eclipse. He was on a visit to the country, and traveling on the road
when the obstruction began. He has no smoked glass at hand, or other protection
for the eyes, and in his efforts to observe its different phases seriously injured his
eye-sight.” (BDL, 10 August 1869)
•What kind of person was most interested in the eclipse?
The most interested in the eclipse were the visiting professionals. Newspapers
would advertise their presence. For example, "A party from Indianapolis will visit
Martinsville next Saturday with telescopes, smoked glass, and all the necessary
paraphernalia for viewing the eclipse." (THWE, 4 August 1869). If it was lucky, the
paper received later correspondence from a professor about their findings.
•What was the emotional response to the total eclipse of the Sun?
The reaction depended upon foreknowledge of the total eclipse, "An old lady in
Putnam county hadn’t heard of the eclipse, and was terribly frightened when total
obscuration took place. We heard of a whole family in Greene county who were
similarly affected, and betook themselves to prayer [...]” (DWE, 13 August 1869)
•How long after the total solar eclipse was it still a newsworthy subject?
Most of the newspapers ended coverage after a few weeks, though in Springfield,
Illinois, a newspaper wrote about the eclipse as late as 1928: “Business was
suspended during the afternoon and the people sought places of vantage from
which to view the eclipse. Everyone was equipped with a smoked bit of glass,
opera glasses or a telescope.” (ISJ, 28 Nov 1928)

Sketch of the path of totality in the Midwest By C.S. Peirce

Showing the point close to
totality in Shelbyville,
Kentucky –
A negative glass plate from
Harvard’s Astronomical
Photographic Plate
Collection.
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